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Abstract  
The research reported in this article formed part of a university/industry collaborative grant in which the 
role of leaders in managing cultural change across an industry site was investigated. The focus of the 
article concerns the leadership of a district director in a rural setting in Queensland. The study was 
shaped by the interests of the district director who sought feedback on her leadership style and influence 
on principals in the district. A team of researchers from the School of Professional Studies in the Faculty 
of Education at Queensland University of Technology conducted semi-structured interviews with a sample 
of six principals with whom she had worked over a period of one year to gauge their perceptions of her 
influence on their  thinking and acting. A key finding of the research was that that well-led conversations 
can be an effective professional development strategy for learning, growth and change in educational 
leaders. 
 
Introduction 
The research reported in the article formed part of a university/industry collaborative grant in 
which we investigated the role of leaders in managing cultural change. The focus of this article 
concerns the leadership practices of a district director in a rural setting in Queensland. As part of 
her professional development, the district director (Lynn Healy) asked members of the research 
team from the School of Professional Studies in the Faculty of Education at Queensland 
University of Technology (QUT), to interview a small sample of principals (i.e. six out of a total 
of 31) with whom she had worked closely over the course of one year to investigate their 
perceptions of her leadership style and practices. After the interviews were transcribed and 
tentative themes were identified, QUT personnel met with Lynn to negotiate the meanings and to 
articulate key themes. This article discusses the themes which emerged from the principals' 
perceptions of Lynn's use of "coaching through professional conversations" in addition to Lynn's 
reflections on the learning journey which she experienced during this period. 'The article begins 
by providing some background information on the new role of the district director as stated in 
current Education Queensland documents. A discussion of some central aspects of a 
constructivist theory of leadership is provided as the overarching framework for the study. The 
article then moves to a discussion of the qualitative methodology, which steered the research. 
Important themes are identified and examined and these are discussed further in the "discussion" 
section. 
 
Background . 
In 1998 Education Queensland underwent significant restructuring. As a result, 36 school 
districts were established in Queensland under the authority of a central office, located in the 
state capital, Brisbane. The restructuring extended the school-based management agenda that had 
begun in 1997 with the Leading Schools initiative (Cranston and .Jarzabkowski, 1999a, p. 1). In 
the new Education Queensland structure a senior officer, the district director, was appointed to 
manage each school district (Education Queensland memo, 12 January 1998). In terms of the 
educational hierarchy in Queensland, district directors supervise principals, and assistant 
directors general supervise district directors. 
The position of district director introduced a new management role within the restructured 
organisation. The emerging role of the district director is totally school-focused as they are 
expected to spend most of their time in schools "working in one to one relationships with 
principals" (Cranston and Jarzabkowski, 1999a, pp. 1-2) in order to guide them towards self-
management of their schools. As with traditional district inspectors, the new directors are 
concerned with issues of accountability and the performance levels of principals in their 
respective districts. They do not, however, rely on traditional supervisory powers associated with 
authority imposed from above in traditional management hierarchies. Rather, their goals are to be 
achieved through a special "coaching" relationship developed cooperatively and collaboratively 
with principals. It is anticipated that these relationships will achieve two goals: first, the 
establishment of appropriate performance targets with the purpose of achieving improved school 
outcomes and second, an ongoing focus on the personal performance development of each 
principal (Education Queensland memo, 12January 1998). 
According to information from Education Queensland sent to district directors (memo 12 
January, 1998), district directors are to coach principals through the use of regular, informal, and 
in-depth "professional conversations". District directors are to meet individual principals 
periodically to discuss school results and outcomes in addition to issues related to the 
professional development of each principal in the context of each school setting (Education 
Queensland memo, 12 January 1998). This relationship is to be developed further by ongoing 
phone contact and follow-up discussion where principals' progress will be monitored. 
To assist district directors understand and be able to carry out their new role, Education 
Queensland organised an intensive training programme for them. It was four days in duration and 
facilitated by an external consultant. One of the key tools which was highlighted at the training 
session was the use of "professional conversations" as a means of enabling district directors to 
coach, support and assist principals to perform their tasks more effectively. The notion of 
professional conversations seems to have come from the organisational literature (see Argyris, 
1994) and, in more recent times, its presence has been felt within the education literature (see 
Ackerman et al, 1996; Jenlink and Carr, 1996; Lambert, 1995a, 1995b; Walker and Lambert, 
1995). The next part of the article reports on the theoretical framework. . 
Theoretical framework 
Over the last five or more decades, the amount of energy devoted to the study of leadership in the 
social sciences has been extensive (French et al., 1995; Martin, 1992; Sergiovanni, 1992) and, as 
a consequence, to review the leadership literature adequately is well beyond the scope of this 
article. Rather than attempt to examine a wide range of theories, we review the theory of 
constructivist leadership since it contributes an important and interesting perspective to 
leadership in general and to the new role of the district director in particular. 
 
Constructivist leadership 
Constructivism is a word that is often used in relation to learning theory, particularly from the 
field of epistemological psychology (Walker and Lambert, 1995, p. 17). In short, it maintains that 
knowledge and beliefs are formed within the learner; learners personally imbue experience with 
meaning; learning activities should cause learners to gain access to their experiences; learning is 
a shared activity; and reflection and metacognition are aspects of constructing knowledge and 
meaning (Walker and Lambert, 1995, pp. 17-18). A theory of constructivist leadership, then, is 
one that is based around the principles which underpin constructivist learning. Thus, the function 
of leadership becomes assisting others to engage in the process of learning (Lambert, 1995a, p. 
29). 
Lambert (1995a, p. 29) construes constructivist leadership as: 
. . . the reciprocal processes that enable participants in an educational community to construct 
meanings that lead towards a common purpose about schooling. 
 
Leadership, therefore, takes place within the context of processes or relationships among people 
within an educational community such as a school. Reciprocal relationships are the basis through 
which sense making and meanings can be made amongst people. It is within the context of the 
reciprocal relationships that old assumptions may be reconstructed, which in turn can lead to the 
development of new schemas and changed practices. According to Lambert's (1995a) definition, 
the education community provides the medium for meaning making. Constructivist leadership is 
not a hierarchical theory of leadership since it extends to all members within the school 
community to engage in leading (and learning) at different times. 
Lambert (1995a, p. 40) states that an essential ingredient of any educational community is 
interdependence, and this implies that members of the community must rely on and trust one 
another. In such a community, participants share and reflect upon common experiences and work 
towards achieving common purposes about schooling (Lambert, 1995a, p. 46).  
 
Constructivist leader - leader of conversations 
Lambert (1995b, p. 83) emphasises that one of the key roles of the constructivist leader is to "lead 
the conversations" since conversations "serve as the medium for reciprocal processes" (p. 83) and 
allow leaders and followers to make sense of the talk or dialogue. In simple language,  
conversations provide an opportunity for people to exchange ideas and points of view on 
particular topics. Researchers in the field of education have noted for some years that 
conversations can be "a medium for school change" (Jenlink and Carr, 1996, p. 31), as well as a 
way to help others uncover their beliefs, values and assumptions (McGough, 1997). As Argyris 
and Schon (1974) maintain, persons in organisations are not always aware of the assumptions 
underpinning their theories in action or their practices. Conversations, when used as a type of 
. professional dialogue, can be an effective process for enabling persons to question and then 
reassess their beliefs and practices, thus facilitating learning and growth. . 
There are many types of conversations in schools. Discussion conversation is seen as the most 
common way of conversing about issues such as change and involves participants sharing 
individual feelings and ideas about important issues (Jenlink and Carr, 1996), while dialogue 
conversation occurs when people become aware of others' assumptions and thereby reflect upon 
their own assumptions (Lambert, 1995b, p. 86). Lambert (1995b, p. 83) maintains that the 
process of leading conversations is not a neutral or passive matter for leaders; it is an active 
process whereby leaders facilitate and sustain conversations so that participants can make sense 
of their experiences. 
While Lambert (1995a, 1995b) writes of "leading conversations" in school settings, Bolton 
(1998) explores how to "manage conversations" in organisations. Both authors maintain that 
conversations which are to bring about change will only occur if there is shared commitment to a 
goal or purpose and a trusting relationship between those participants involved. One of the 
techniques Bolton (1998) identifies for managers to use is "conversations for possibility" which 
occur when a manager/coach asks the person being coached to stand in the future and imagine 
what things could be like in the organisation. Another technique is "conversations for action", 
which means that participants need to commit themselves to the goal and this means being 
explicit about the ways in which they are going to achieve the goal. The next part of the article 
recounts the study at hand. 
Methodology 
The focus of the research was to determine the extent to which a district director's conversations 
with a small sample of principals during the course of a year had any impact upon their 
leadership skills and practices, particularly in relation to their leadership of cultural change. The 
research was of particular interest to the district director for two main reasons. First this was 
Lynn's first appointment as district director and she wanted feedback on her ability to influence 
principals within the district. She knew none of the principals before she had moved to the small, 
rural community, which meant she had to "initiate all working relationships" over the course of 
the year. Second, unlike most district directors who are principals before taking on the 
directorship, Lynn had come from a guidance counselling background. She was interested in 
determining, therefore, "whether or not. . . [she] was able to achieve cultural change in others 
without this common experience" (i.e. the common experience of being a principal). 
Lynn selected six principals (out of a potential 31) with whom she had worked to represent the 
range of working relationships established during the year. She chose a range of principals with 
whom she shared relationships which, in her perception, fell on a continuum between the poles of 
"marginal" to "very good". To ensure a gender balance, four men and two women were invited to 
participate. This ratio of 2:1 is a fair representation of the proportion of male and female 
principals that are employed by Education Queensland. 
Members of the QUT research team interviewed each of the principals. On average, interviews 
were 60 minutes in duration. A semi-structured interview format based on an interview guide 
(Taylor and Bogdan, 1998) was used to elicit responses from the participants. Principals were 
asked to describe specific incidents where conversations which they had with the district director 
challenged their thinking. They were also asked to describe those conversations which did not 
seem particularly helpful. Each of the interviews was tape-recorded and transcripts were sent to 
principals for checking, adding and deleting information. In total, the six interviews yielded 75 
pages of transcripts. Revised transcripts were analysed for themes, and these themes were 
discussed and negotiated with Lynn in a follow-up meeting. One other source of data used in this 
research was written work by Lynn. She wrote three short papers. The first provided background 
information on the new role of district directors in Education Queensland. The second was a 
statement of her beliefs about leadership and the approach she uses in her work. The final paper 
was her story of the research process. This story included some reflections on the outcomes of the 
research and key learnings achieved. 
 
Findings 
Members of the research team interrogated the transcripts and used coding to assist in the 
analysis of the data. Key words and meaning units were identified and, via a process of constant 
comparative analysis (Glaser and Strauss, 1967), tentative themes emerged. These themes were 
checked against each of the transcripts by QUT team members and negotiated with Lynn before 
they became acknowledged as major themes. Included in the themes were the importance of 
building trusting and supportive relationships in which coaching could take place; the methods 
and processes that enabled the coaching relationship to achieve its goals; cultural change in 
organisations and the ethos in which it is conducted; and the difficulties inherent in developing 
and sustaining interpersonal relationships: Each of these themes is now presented. For purposes 
of confidentiality, principals in the study have been called, Principal 1 through to Principal 6. 
Trust and the building of relationships 
Both the principals' perceptions of their relationship with the district director and the district 
director's own reflection on her practice confirmed the essential role of trust in building 
relationships that facilitate the collaborative process of leadership. Principal 1 recalled how 
considerable time was taken to build a trusting relationship in which he "could open up" and 
discuss "exactly what I thought of things and she [the district director] with me". He also stated 
that: 
The mentoring became more of a personal type of relationship where I could actually talk to her about 
anything that affected me as a principal, and as a person, rather than just what I wanted to do in my 
work. 
Principal 4 explained that over the period of three or four meetings the "professional relationship" 
with the district director "became a more warm, giving and sharing relationship" than it had been 
"originally" when it was first conceived. Principal 2 noted that the trusting relationship had 
evolutionary potential by moving from "a support model" of relationships to a "self-directed 
model". Here he noted the importance of personal engagement in the success of the relationship. 
Reflecting on her own practice, the district director observed that "trust can never be taken for 
granted" and that "it is necessary to bring issues out into the open". She further remarked that 
"work on the relationship needs constant attention". These comments also stressed the point that 
establishing trust is not a singular event or incident. Trust appears to have been an ongoing 
component of the relationship. 
 
Applying leadership methods in the coaching relationship 
After the relationship had been established and trust affirmed, the methods of leadership were 
examined. The interviews indicated that the principals experienced a mixture of considerable 
personal and professional challenge with significant levels of support. The challenge/support 
combination took place in the context of the "professional conversation". The district director 
described this as her main leadership "strategy" or method. In this study it took the form of a 
"dialogue" or "professional conversation" conducted by her and the principals. She explained that 
this "involve[d] listening and questioning designed to make hidden values, beliefs and feelings 
overt". However, the questioning was not passive; indeed, it was challenging, and at times, 
confronting. She talked about "unfreezing the person" in order "to gain confidence and tackle 
tasks that are risky for them" by working through "current or previous examples to demonstrate 
to them that they can do what is required". This suggested that the challenging nature of the 
"unfreezing" process involved engagement at both a personal and professional level. In other 
words, the enterprise of expressing .leadership with other parties in collaborative projects entailed 
substantial risk to the person, that is, in terms of the uncertainty of success and the implications 
for self-concept. It was also risky in the professional sense. The successful promotion of risk 
taking, however, is most likely to be achieved when constructive support is offered at the same 
time. 
All principals reported the challenge inherent in the questioning and the supportive component 
of the relationship that accompanied it. Principal 2 noted how the district director "really 
challenged the way I was perceiving myself as a principal and expanded that thought beyond just 
the management". Principal 4 recalled how he was challenged to articulate his personal 
philosophy of education and his aspirations for the ethos of his school, "through a series of 
questions she got me to come up with a few critical elements". As a result he said that he has 
been able "to develop a clearer picture for everybody on just what the ethos of the school is", and 
to state "how I feel about my relationship with the school, the parents, the students and the staff". 
The effects of challenging part of the relationship were not confined to the interactions between 
district director and principals. For example, Principal 2 described the "dramatic impact" that the 
challenges had on him, and, just as importantly, "on the senior administrator and senior teachers". 
He noted that the ripples were being felt "right down the food chain". 
It was noted by Principal 5 that the district director was "a great questioner" and was "skilled 
in open questioning". She gave examples to illustrate that the questions served to "dig a little 
deeper or peel back another layer, helping me work through this sort of emotional stuff that was 
bubbling up without making any judgement call". 
This principal also recalled that the district director was also "a good listener" and "appeared 
genuinely interested in what I was doing". Another important component to accompany the 
challenge is the promotion of reflection as a means to solve and enhance the effectiveness of 
practice. In this regard it was observed by Principal 3 that the district director endeavoured "to 
get people to reflect on things themselves and see if they can come up with answers. She 
basically approaches problems in the schools along these lines". 
In the periods between meetings, some principals took time to reflect on the content of 
discussion where values, personal philosophies, principles and strategies for projects were 
challenged. It was also the case that principals could re-open discussion less formally by phone 
calls in the interim between meetings. Principal 4, for example, stated that after conversations 
with the district director he would reflect on the topic and sometimes would telephone her to 
include information that he didn't mention in their meeting. 
In summary, the coaching relationship had a variety of characteristics and methods. Key 
components included sophisticated questioning and listening skills, the use of conversations 
which provoked thinking and reflection upon beliefs and assumptions, and the dual strategy of 
challenge and support which helped to identify problems, refine solutions and monitor progress. 
 
Leadership and the cultural change in organisation and ethos 
There were indicators from the principals' comments that demonstrated a change in 
organisational ethos and culture within the district which was facilitated by the leadership of the 
district director. Principal 2 pointed out that the contrast in role between the current district 
director and the previous district inspector reflected the shift in culture at the level of the whole 
organisation. He also stated his increased satisfaction with the new arrangements:  
It's not the old inspectorial model at an I can't remember how many district inspectors I've worked with, maybe 15 
or 20 over the years, I don't remember ever having sat down with them and talked the way that I've done with the 
District Director about professional issues 
Principal 3 confirmed this view: 
The district director is not the old guard. She is the new era. The district directors see themselves as 
mentors. That's what I'm after, someone I can sit down with, discuss the problems of the school, come 
up with some solutions or help to put us on track. 
One of the main differences in approach between the new district directors and the old inspectors 
was, as Principal 3 noted, the shift away from the "authoritarian" to the "collegial" as per the 
cooperative relations conducted with principals. Principal 5 pointed out that initially there had 
been some uncertainty and even "resentment" to the appointment of the district director, 
particularly as she had previously not been a principal. She explained that principals were 
concerned, "How can she know all this stuff? Principals are always wary of people who haven't 
been principals". However, the district director "worked at the new relationships by listening, 
questioning and challenging, not by threat". . 
Another major characteristic of the leadership process and a contrast to hierarchical 
approaches to management was the modelling of leadership behaviours by mentors and the 
effects of this on the leadership practices of principals in their own schools. Principal 1 talked 
about the way the mentoring  relationship: 
. . , helped [him] to change practice. . . to help the teams in (his] school. . . to get the job done efficiently. 
. . she's helped me to see that. She models it just beautifully with me and then I try to use that with others. 
 
The need to elevate "professional conversations" in schools to include discussion of values, 
personal philosophies of education and the theoretical issues associated with teaching and 
learning was an important topic in the coaching discussions. It was also modelled during the 
course of these interactions. Principal 4 noted that: 
. . . I believe the district director also values the professional conversation arid in the way she speaks to me, she 
models that value of professional conversations with me, we spend time talking about bread and butter issues, but 
we get on to the big picture and more theoretical issues.  
 
Principal 5 noted that the model of coaching interactions with the district director had shown her 
an important lesson about leadership. That lesson was to: 
 
. . . include everybody and get the best out of everybody o.,"1d don't give up on anybody. The Director is a 
leader who never gives up on anybody. She perseveres through setbacks. . . She perseveres because of a 
belief in that person. . . 
 
Difficulties in the coaching relationship 
The interview transcripts included the contributions of six principals. While it is the case that five 
of the six principals viewed the coaching relationships in a positive light, it is important to note 
that the sixth did not share these perceptions. Before discussing the principal's comments and 
concerns it is necessary to outline the factors that influenced the development of the relationship 
with the district director. Prior to the arrival of the district director in the region, there had been a 
complaint from the community concerning aspects of management at Principal 6's school. The 
principal was not convinced that the district director had "paid enough attention" to her view of 
events or had "requested enough information", and therefore, she felt that there was no "balance" 
in the official view formed by the department. She acknowledged the strain this placed on the 
relationship: 
Unfortunately everything the district director said was flavoured by [previous history]. I recognise that 
I know that it is an unfair way of reacting but I am just being human I guess, that's all. 
 
In contrast to the perceptions of the other principals, expressed in the transcripts, Principal 6 
experienced the coaching relationship as autocratic and saw the relationship more in terms of 
hierarchy: 
The director is a very strong lady and I think in our relationship. . . usually ends up with the way she wants t.'1ings 
being done. . . It is usually easier to do things the way a boss wants them done. 
 
However, even with the difficult history and the antagonism over communication style, the 
relationship did appear to have caused the principal to reflect and make significant changes to her 
management style. Regarding her leadership in the future, she stated: 
. . . I can see the sorts of things that I am going to have to do. I was more the autocratic style, but I've purposely 
trained myself to stop and listen to other people to a greater degree than I used to. 
 
She described her own methods of the leadership process: 
I know that the more successful ideas come out of people's heads themselves. I get people to list the 
sorts of things that they would be able to do to solve a particular difficulty they're having. I try to 
encourage innovation by talking to people about a whole heap of different possibilities. 
 
The district director noted that each relationship was unique, and therefore, must be conducted as 
such: 
 
Developing relationships takes different amounts of time depending on the individual concerned. It is 
difficult to move forward if a solid relationship is not there. For many principals, confidence beneath 
the surface is often fragile. Their personal growth in leadership is closely related to their willingness to 
take risks. . 
 
Discussion 
The results of this study show quite clearly that leadership can be construed as "reciprocal 
processes that enable participants in an educational community to construct meanings that lead 
toward a common purpose about schooling". (Lambert, 1995a, p. 28). The findings revealed that 
a theory of constructivist leadership has much potential for explaining current leadership practice 
in schools. This was the case in this study, which was concerned with reciprocal relationships 
between a district director and six principals whom she coached over a period of one year. In the 
study, Lynn encouraged each of the principals to share their learnings and reflect upon those 
learnings so as to come to new understandings. Lynn showed she was a leader of conversations 
and was therefore fulfilling her "primary role... [as a ] .. .constructivist leader" (Lambert, 1995b, 
p. 83). The professional conversations became an effective process for facilitating growth and 
learning. 
 
Leader of conversations 
Coaching took place within the conversations that transpired between Lynn and each of the 
principals over the course of the year. Unlike everyday conversations which tend to be based on a 
simple exchange of ideas, these conversations were a form of professional dialogue in which 
principals were encouraged to think about important issues within their school and to reassess 
their current practices and procedures. It appears that discussion conversations (i.e. Jenlink and 
Carr, 1996) and dialogue conversations (Jenlink and Carr, 1996; Lambert, 1995b) were evident in 
conversations between Lynn and each of the principals. While discussion conversation occurred 
when Lynn and the principals discussed feelings and ideas about important issues, dialogue 
conversation occurred when principals were encouraged to .reflect upon their assumptions and 
beliefs. All of the principals indicated that through Lynn's skilful questioning, they reassessed 
their thinking and current practices. 
The extent to which the conversations were able to achieve "transformation of mindsets" 
(Jenlink and Carr, 1996) or "disconnect... old assumptions" (Lambert, 1995a, p. 36) for all of the 
principals is not as easily determined. The comments provided by some of the principals, 
however, seem to suggest that the conversations did have a major impact upon the way they acted 
or interacted with staff. For example, Principal 2 referred to the "dramatic impact" of Lynn's 
challenges not only to himself but also to the other member of staff. Other principals alluded to 
the way she was able to "dig a little deeper", and challenged the way I was perceiving myself as a 
principal", as well as "helped . . . to change practice". 
 Over a period of a year, the conversations became "sustaining" (Lambert, 19%. DD. 92-3) 
since there was a structure to them. For example, time was set aside for conversations, 
conversations were purposeful, and each conversation became part of another because each 
conversation built upon a previous one. An important part of Lynn's position was to ensure that 
the principals were fulfilling Education Queensland's accountability criteria. She stated, "I remind 
[edJ principals of their corporate responsibilities as employees of the organisation, and their 
personal accountability and responsibility to take action". 
The resuIt of discussions with her meant that the principals had committed themselves to new 
goals and were going to take appropriate action to carry out those goals. Bolton (1998) cans 
conversations that lead to implementing goals as "conversations for action". Lynn worked hard at 
developing a good relationship with each principal and created the conditions for learning and 
growth to take place. Furthermore, she supported principals, acted as a sounding board for them, 
led them through a process where they derived solutions to their problems, and assisted them the 
best way she could. She valued principals not only as professionals but also as persons. 
 
Coaching: questioning and reflection 
The findings of the study suggest that Lynn was an effective, facilitative coach who enabled each 
of the principals to improve their performance and develop their leadership and management 
skills. She did this by modelling effective leadership behaviours and practices and setting an 
example to principals. Furthermore, she used questioning as a way of assisting principals to 
clarify issues, ideas and thoughts, and encouraging them to explore more deeply their beliefs and 
values. She used a variety of questions (Lee and Barnett, in Barnett, 1995) which enabled them to 
think on different levels about issues in their school (Barnett, 1995; Garmston et al, 1993). 
Listening was an important part of the conversations and principals indicated that Lynn showed 
genuine interest in them and listened to their concerns. 
Reflection has been identified in the literature as a valuable way of assisting practitioners to 
continue to grow and develop professionally (Schon, 1983). Many of the principals made 
mention of the notion of "reflection" and the way that conversations with Lynn led them to reflect 
upon their basic assumptions and practices. Through a series of skilful questions, principals 
developed the ability to self-monitor, analyse and evaluate aspects of their work (Barnett, 1995). 
Lynn's background in guidance and counselling was an asset as she was able to draw upon well-
developed questioning, listening, and interpersonal skills. 
 
A balance of support and challenge 
Lynn stated that she challenged principals in a variety of ways to assist them in the reflection 
process. She said that a challenge: 
. . . may take the form of confrontation with data to prompt areas where action is needed. I may ask for 
evidence which demonstrates that outcomes are being achieved. . . I may also challenge the person's 
own self-limiting beliefs. 
One of the key findings of this study was the balance between Lynn’s ability to move principals 
beyond their current situation and thinking and to provide them with interpersonal and psycho-social 
support so that they could proceed reasonably confidently with the challenges. There is considerable 
reference in the literature (Brookfield 1988; Daloz, 1986) to the twin goals of challenge and support in 
relation to effective professional development and learning. As an example, Daloz (1986) maintained that 
if a learner’s basic assumptions and values are being challenged by another, but this does not take place 
within a supportive, learning climate, then it is likely that the learner will retreat from development. 
Alternatively, if learners are greatly supported and encouraged yet there is no expectation that they will 
reevaluate their thinking or practices, then little learning will result.  
It seemed that most of the principals reported that, through the conversations, Lynn had achieved that 
balance as she brought a highly supportive and highly challenging dimension to her work as a leader. The 
experience of Principal 6, however, was the exception. Over the course of the year, Principal 6 noted that 
the relationship did not progress beyond the hierarchical relations normally associated with more 
traditional forms of supervisory management. Furthermore, the relationship was strained and little sharing 
took place. The professional conversation which was to explore issues of personal aspirations, values and 
philosophy of practice did not begin. A lack of success seems to have resulted in an inability to build a 
trusting interpersonal relationship from the beginning. Our findings confirm the small but growing body of 
literature (Long, 1997; Ehrich and Hansford, 1999; Murphy, 1996; Murray and Owens, 1991) which 
highlights the difficulties of building trust within mentoring/coaching relationships.  
 
Conclusion  
The findings of this research suggest that professional conversations can be an effective means of 
learning, growth and change for principals. Within the current structure of Education Queensland, it is not 
only principals who experience professional conversations via coaching, but also district directors.  
Lynn stated that her supervisor, one of three assistant directors general, is a coach who engages her in 
challenging and supportive professional conversations about her work practices. Apart from conversing 
with her, he also observes her work in schools, provides her with links to schools and educators in other 
districts and is a vital source of information regarding the thinking of Central Office in Education 
Queensland. It seems that the opportunity to be coached as well as the opportunity to coach others has  
enabled Lynn to approach her job with the commitment and vigour it requires.  
The six principals’ perceptions of Lynn’s leadership style and influence enabled her to reinterpret and 
reassess how she understood a core part of her professional work. She concluded that the research 
reconfirmed to her that counselling techniques such as modelling, questioning, listening and challenging 
were effective ways of making hidden values and feelings overt so that learning and change could result. 
Although she knew that trust is critical for the development and success of any relationship, the research 
underscored this issue, particularly in regard to the difficult relationship she had with Principal 6. In terms 
of working differently, Lynn stated that in future she would: "continue to build trusting relationships, 
allow people to negotiate how [she] can best assist them in their leadership, spend more time gaining 
understanding of the school and local community context [and] be aware that some people find. . . intense 
conversations threatening, and be attuned to when enough is enough for the visit". 
While the results of this study showed clearly that professional conversations are an excellent strategy 
for promoting change in individual principals and school communities, the findings need to be dealt with 
some caution since only a small sample of participants was involved in this study. Future studies that are 
longitudinal in nature and/or involve greater numbers of participants are needed to lend support to the 
importance arid place of professional conversations as a means of professional learning, growth and 
change. 
The final words go to Lynn: 
Fundamentally, leadership is about personal growth as well as organisational change. I have observed 
that the most effective leaders as school principals are those who continue to learn and adapt. That is, 
those who are scanning the external and internal environments, and constantly fine tuning their 
practice for school improvement I seek to model these behaviours in my own practice. . 
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